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Sketching the Life and Career of F.J. Norman – 
Western Kendo Pioneer1
Alexander Bennett
F.J. Norman was a pioneer of the modern Japanese 
martial arts who introduced kendo to audiences 
outside Japan. Apart from writing about the martial 
culture of Japan, his actual skill in kendo earned 
him considerable respect from Japanese and 
Westerners alike. Upon discovering his 1905 book 
The Fighting Man of Japan: The Training and 
Exercises of the Samurai (Archibald Constable & Co, 
London, 1905), I developed an interest in finding 
out more about the man and his career. A curious 
and valuable book, it is virtually unknown, and the 
author himself seems to have dropped out of view 
after writing the first semi-comprehensive English 
language treatise on kenjutsu. More accurately, as the 
title suggests kenjutsu was not the only subject that 
Norman covered in his book. He also offered chapters on jūjutsu, sumo, Japanese military 
history, and life in the prestigious Imperial Naval College at Etajima, where he served as an 
English teacher. 
The book consists of 4 chapters: 1. Commencement of Japanese Military History 2. The 
Education of the Japanese Military and Naval Officers etc. 3. “Kenjutsu”, or Japanese 
Fencing. 4. Japanese Wrestling- Sumo and Jujutsu. The impetus for writing the book came 
at the request of the “Japanese School of Ju-Jitsu” in London, to assist in the propagation of 
jūjutsu in Great Britain, not it seems, for the popularisation of kenjutsu. 
Norman offers some marvellous insights into Japanese society in the late Meiji period, 
and more specifically, he provides modern readers with a first-hand record of what kendo 
(kenjutsu) was like at the end of the nineteenth century. Although he also studied jūjutsu, 
kendo was his speciality, and he seems to have been highly respected by his contemporaries. 
For example, Ernest John Harrison, a judo exponent who spent twenty years in Japan as a 
journalist from 1897, roughly the same time as Norman, had the following words of praise 
for Norman’s exploits.
F.J. Norman- Kendo pioneer
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Perhaps the only foreigner who ever took up kenjutsu seriously is Mr. F.J. Norman, late 
of the Indian Army, a cavalry officer, and expert in both rapier and sabre play. Norman 
was for some years engaged as a teacher at the Etajima Naval College, and while there 
devoted his attention to the Japanese style to such good purpose that he speedily 
won an enviable reputation among the Japanese, and engaged in many a hard-fought 
encounter. Some few other foreigners have practised, and doubtless do practice kenjutsu 
for the sake of exercise, but I am not aware that any one of them has won distinction in 
Japanese eyes. (E.J. Harrison, The Fighting Spirit of Japan, T. Fisher Unwin, 1913, p.103)
Indeed, as Norman himself suggests, he was probably the first Western exponent of kendo to 
study in depth, eventually reaching a respectable level of proficiency. 
While acting in that country as an instructor in some of the leading colleges, both 
military and civilian, the author has had what are, perhaps, unrivalled opportunities 
of making a thorough and systematic study of the two “noble sciences” of kenjutsu and 
jujutsu. The author is, so far as he is aware, the first Occidental who has gone at all 
deeply into these two branches of Japanese education. (p. xxv)
It is well-known that there were a small number of westerners who trained under notable 
swordsmen such as Sakakibara Kenkichi, but certainly not to the extent that Norman 
engaged in his studies. Norman’s attraction to what must have seemed a bizarre looking 
activity from the perspective of someone who was versed in Western fencing apparently lay 
in the educational and recreational potential which he saw in the Japanese martial arts. He 
states in his introduction that the benefit he derived from their pursuit has led him to the 
conviction that “much advantage might accrue to his native country from the introduction 
of exercises so admirably calculated to improve the physique and also the morale of its youth 
and manhood.” 
He observed that the favourite games of young England, probably being cricket, rugby 
and football, were necessarily restricted in practice to the few, meaning the upper classes. 
This predicament arose through the expensive nature of equipment, the time-expenditure 
involved, and the cost of preparing the grounds for play. He pointed out that the majority 
of people can enjoy sporting activity only in the role of spectators. “Lookers on, it is said, see 
most of the game; but neither morale nor physique are thereby greatly benefited, and looking 
on is apt to degenerate into a dull pastime unless relieved by betting.” Norman asserts that 
the Japanese martial arts, namely kenjutsu and jūjutsu, required no such costly equipment, 
and are exercises in which “all can participate, without risk or danger to life, purse, or limb, 
but with great benefit both to body and spirit.”
Interestingly, even though Norman saw the great educational benefits to be gained in 
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training in kenjutsu and jūjutsu, he was by means convinced that the spirit behind these 
vestiges of Japanese martial culture were in any way superior to the spirit of “sportsmanship” 
from his own culture. He also criticises the then much heralded spirit of bushidō, and the 
writings about it that were starting to flourish at the beginning of the twentieth century 
claiming that bushidō was the Japanese equivalent of Western chivalry. By the time the 
book was published, The Japanese had just defeated the Russians in the Russo-Japanese 
War (February 8, 1904 to September 5, 1905). This miraculous victory over one of the 
world’s superpowers was considered by Japanese as an embodiment of “the glory of Meiji 
Japan”, and the “Japanese spirit.” To many observers, both Japanese and foreign, this was 
also representative of the spirit of bushidō as glorified in the writings of Nitobe Inazō and 
Uchimura Kanzō and so on.
Norman, however, is quick to point out that as opposed to the respect shown to the weak 
by the European knight, the Japanese maxim was “all is fair in love and war”, and the bushi 
were of the disposition to act in the most dishonourable fashion and commit an “evil act” 
to achieve a desired goal. He even warns, “It may be said, indeed of our Japanese allies that 
they are firmly convinced that the end justifies the means.” In regards to kenjutsu, perhaps 
reminiscing on some painful personal experiences, he makes the observation that, “Japanese 
swordsmen resort to certain methods which are highly reprehensible from our point of view. 
Such a thing as giving another man a chance never appears to enter their heads; and so, 
should a fencer lose his shinai, or fail in any way, his adversary immediately takes advantage 
of this to push home his attack with all the greater vigour.” 
Apart from Norman’s experiences teaching at the Naval academy, and his time in the dōjō, 
there is little biographical information is forthcoming in his book. There is no information 
about his place of birth, military career, and reasons for travelling to Japan. His full name 
is not even to be found. Using a small clue at the beginning of his book where he stated 
that he was in the 14th Hussars, I conducted an investigation to find out more about the 
author. A search of the British Army Lists and War Office records found Norman’s service 
record, WO 76/549, the records of services of officers of the 14th Hussars stationed at 
Secunderabad, Madras, 1826–1891. His full name was Francis James Norman, and he was 
gazetted a lieutenant in the 14th Hussars on December 10, 1881, after serving in the ranks 
for 5 years 187 days. The entry gives his date of birth as March 6, 1855, which is slightly at 
variance with the date quoted on his service record. No war service is indicated at the date 
of publication, and he probably did not see action as there is no reference to it on his service 
record either. 
The record WO 76 is more revealing but not as much as is the case with other officers. This 
is probably because there was less to reveal, his regimental career having been comparatively 
short. According to this service record, he was born on February 23, 1855 at Mooltan in 
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the Punjab (then in British India, now spelt Multan and in Pakistan). He could speak 
“Hindustani” (Urdu). His service in the ranks, was spent entirely in the 11th Hussars, 
and began on June 6, 1876, with the rank of private, finishing on December 9, 1881, as a 
sergeant, after which he received his commission in the 14th Hussars. From December 1877 
to January 1882 he was based in Great Britain, thereafter serving in the East Indies until 
February 4, 1887, the day he left the regiment. 
His record is annotated “Superseded 4 Feb, 87”, but there is no information as to the manner 
of his departure (transfer, resignation, dismissal etc.). Under the column headed “Date 
of Half Pay” the abbreviation “appt.” appears. This could mean that he received another 
appointment so that half pay was inapplicable. He was not married at the time as the word 
“Single” appears very faintly in the space left for “Married or Single”.
As his service record stops here, it suggests that this is the time he made passage to Japan. 
In fact within the text of his book he states “the summer of 1888 found me established in 
Tokyo…” A search of the “Japan Directory”, a comprehensive list of foreigners residing in 
Japan during the Meiji Period, shows his name for the first time in the 1889 edition. For the 
first three years he resided in the Kanto region and taught (presumably English) at the First 
Higher Middle School in Tokyo. From 1894, he is listed as living at Etajima in Hiroshima, 
the home of the Imperial Naval College. His name disappears from the records after 1899. 
As his book was published in London in 1905, it is safe to assume that he had left Japan 
and moved back there around this time if not a little earlier. He participated in a public 
demonstration of kendo and jūjutsu which was reported in The Times on October 19, 1905.  
The Times article about F.J. Normans kendo 
demonstration in London
After this, however, I was unable to locate any further information on his activities. 
Fortunately, just when all avenues of investigation seemed exhausted, I received a promising 
lead from Professor James Baxter, a colleague at the International Research Centre for 
Japanese Studies. He had discovered a reference to another book written by Norman that 
was published in Calcutta in 1916. The book titled Notes and a Report on the Kazusa System 
of Deep Boring for Water (Thacker, Spink & Co.) is an extremely rare booklet, but I managed 
to locate the only known copy in Japan in the Kazusa Museum in Chiba Prefecture. (Kazusa 
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was the former name for modern day Chiba.) The museum kindly agreed to let me analyse 
the content of this interesting little publication. 
The Kazusa well boring system
What I had hoped to confirm was that the book was actually written and published in 
Calcutta in 1916. This would verify that he was alive at least up to 1916, and that he 
probably resided in India after leaving England. It would then be a simple exercise to search 
the colonial birth and death records for India to establish exact year of death and cause. I 
had already checked the mostly likely records in Great Britain, but could find no record of 
him remaining there after 1905. Inspection revealed that the book had actually been written 
in 1902, and was penned in a place called Inage. As chance would have it, I started my 
kendo career at Inage High School as an exchange student in 1987. It seems that the book 
was reprinted in 1916 due to popular demand, but ultimately provided no clue as to where F.J. 
Norman may have ended up.
After republishing his book The Fighting Man of Japan with Kendo World Publications 
in 2003, and including a plea to readers for any more information about his whereabouts 
subsequent to the last reference I could find dated October 1905, I received an e-mail from 
Mrs. Mary Bassendine in England. Evidently, F.J. Norman was her grandfather, and she 
wondered if she could “purchase a few copies of the republication…” A complementary 
box of books was dispatched forthwith, along with a myriad of questions to find out what 
happened to him after he went to England in the early 1900s. The following is the reply 
from Mrs. Bassendine:  
My grandmother used to have a sepia photo of my grandfather in Army uniform on 
her mantle piece and my father took this to the India Office in London where they 
identified the regiment he belonged to and looked up his records. My father was 
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writing a book about another famous Norman family member, Field Marshal Henry 
Wylie Norman, at the time. He also had a very interesting life in the service of the 
Indian Army. We were sad that my father did not take more interest in finding out 
more about his father, but perhaps this was too painful for him, as his father died when 
he was at such a critical age. Unfortunately he [FJN] died in 1926 when my father was 
only 16, leaving my grandmother to bring up the three boys, Frank, Bill and Howard 
on her own. My father was the second son, born in 1910. His brother Frank was two 
years older. My grandmother was very much younger than him. He must have been in 
his fifties and her in her twenties when they married. I do not know the date of their 
marriage, but it must have been between 1905 and 1907. All three sons, including my 
father, Bill, are now dead, but my cousins, my brothers and sister have regular Norman 
celebrations. All of us have bits and pieces of information about our grandfather, but 
nobody has brought this all together. We have one lovely photograph of him looking 
into a mirror and writing in Japanese script. A Japanese friend told me that he was 
writing “Happy New Year”. She was surprised that he could write so well with a brush.
         
      
F.J. Norman’s sons
F.J. Norman’s wife
Copy of F.J. Norman’s marriage certificate F.J. Norman brushing “Happy New Year”
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I had an opportunity to visit the Bassendine family near Seven Oaks just outside London 
where I met members of the Norman clan and discuss the family’s history. It became 
apparent that he was a man of mystery even to his own family.   
F.J. Norman’s descendants
To quote Mrs. Bassendine again,
There are a number of stories about my F.J. Norman which we are not sure of. My 
father told us that he left the Indian Army to be tutor to a Maharaja, that he was a 
War Correspondent for the Daily Telegraph and that there was some sort of family rift, 
surrounding his marriage. My grandmother was a doctor’s daughter, and thought to 
be ‘beneath him socially’, so the family cut him off.  I do not know whether the reason 
for this is true, but there was no contact between my grandmother and his family, even 
when she was widowed so young with three boys. We understand that he had an older 
brother, Arthur, who went to Australia.
Apparently, being the daughter of a physician made her socially inferior. His wife being 
thirty years his junior, however, must surely have made him the target of unspoken envy for 
many. 
From my father [FJN’s second son] I know that as children they originally lived in 
Paddington, London. My father was a mischievous choirboy at St James church there. 
My grandfather [FJN] went to the First World War and was gassed in the trenches. 
He returned home to convalesce in Brighton and the family moved there, living in 
Kemp Town. The boys attended Brighton College. He died in an army nursing home 
and he is buried in a cemetery there. We did some research and found the plot where 
he is buried. Unfortunately the grave is unmarked. Having discovered this, we tried to 
persuade the family to contribute to a headstone, but did not succeed in this. 
When Mrs. Bassendine’s father went to the India Office, he discovered that Norman had left 
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the Army “without leave”. This might have explained the family’s hostile attitudes towards 
him. Sir Francis Booth Norman (1830–1901) was a lieutenant-general and a highly decorated 
military man, and his older brother Sir Henry Wylie Norman (1826–1904) was a field 
marshal, the highest rank in the British Army. “Presumably they would have been dismayed 
at their young nephew behaving in this way. It upset my father rather, but to us, it made him 
a more interesting, more courageous person, who was prepared to go against the code of the 
time.”
For reasons which nobody now knows, he decided to go to the front in the First World War. 
He would have been in nearly sixty years of age by then, which makes his decision surprising 
to say the least. It seems he was a victim of poisonous gas in the trenches, and was forced to 
return to England to spend the rest of his days in a nursing home in Brighton. Why would 
he want to go to war at his age? What did he hope achieve? Was it an attempt to retrieve 
some respect in family circles? Whatever the case, his wounds distanced him from his direct 
family also; with a young wife and three young sons, he had no means to provide for them.
 
Together with the Bassendine family, I visited Brighton to search for the remnants of the 
nursing home, and also find his unmarked grave. We had a basic idea of where we should 
be looking, but it was a difficult task pinpointing the exact locations. We visited a number 
of cemeteries in Brighton to look for his grave site, finally finding where he was laid to rest 
at the Brighton & Preston Cemetery in plot Q99, with no surviving headstone. Detailed 
records kept by the cemetery office enabled us to pinpoint the actual burial site. We were 
also able to contact the city’s Births, Deaths and Marriages Registry. They sent us a copy 
of his death certificate the very next day, which confirmed the exact day of his death and 
occupation.
        
Brighton & Preston Cemetery                                               F.J. Norman’s grave
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    F.J. Norman’s death certificate)
We also explored the Marine Parade and Arundel Street area to look for the nursing home. 
We had an address of where his wife and children lived when he was in the nursing home, 
but the street no longer existed. We discovered what we thought could have been the nursing 
home, but it proved difficult to verify, even after a trip to the local history and records office 
which stores thousands of registers and old newspapers from the region. We did find some 
old school newspaper articles with reference to Norman’s sons and their athletic prowess in 
the boxing ring at Brighton College, but nothing related directly to Norman himself. 
Evidently, Norman was the proverbial ‘black sheep’ of a highly distinguished family, and 
his antics alienated him from many of his relatives. First, he left the army without leave and 
ventured to Japan where he taught at a number of prestigious colleges, and also undertook 
the study of kendo and other aspects of Japanese culture. He recorded his experiences in a 
way which makes for fascinating reading. After finally leaving Japan and going to England 
sometime after 1902, he married a woman whom his family did not approve of, again 
causing him to be the object of ostracism. 
In a sense that this is as much as we will get to know the man with any concrete certainty, 
and anything else we will be no more than conjecture. His observations on kendo and other 
aspects of Japanese culture which he wrote at the turn of the last century were astute, and 
help us understand the times and trends. He was a gifted observer, with a clearly rebellious 
streak in his nature. His tendency to go against protocols in an extremely class-conscious 
society may not have earned him the respect of some of his family members, but it enabled 
him to see and report things impervious to cultural and social restraints. For this, he has left 
us a small but valuable legacy of information, and at least deserves our respect. 
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The following chart outlines Francis James Norman’s life and career:  
Date Event
1855 [Feb. 23] Born Mooltan, Punjab, British India (now Multan, Pakistan), confirmed 
1855 [March 6] Alternative date of birth 
1874 Application for a Queen's India cadetship made by his father, but later 
withdrawn in favour of a brother
1876 [June 6] Starts career in 11th Hussars as private 
1877 [December] Travels to England 
1881 [December 9] Finishes in 11th Hussars as sergeant. 
1881 [December 10] Joins 14th Hussars (stationed in Secunderabad, Madras) as lieutenant
1882 [January] Leaves for the ‘East Indies’ 
1886 [October 30] 14th Hussars leave Bombay for Shorncliffe, Kent on the troopship Serapis 
[December 21] The Times announces that FJN is superseded for absence without leave, and 
FJN disappears from the subsequent army list of Jan-Mar 1887
1887  [February 4] Service record of this date is marked ‘Superseded 4 Feb 87’. No half-pay, instead 
marked ‘appt.’ (contraction of appointment). Single
1888 [Summer] Established in Tokyo, Japan 
1889–1891  Living in the Kanto region. Teaching at the First High Middle School, Tokyo
1894–1899  Living at Etajima, Hiroshima (home of the Imperial Naval College) 
1900 Observes Kasuza system of deep-boring for water. Possible solution to the 
Indian “Water Supply Question” 
1902 Kasuza-well boring system book written in Inage 
[December 21] Publication of Notes and a Report on the Kazusa System for Deep Boring of Water 
(Thacker & Spink, Calcutta and Simla) 
1905 Publication of The Fighting Man of Japan by Archibald Constable & Co., 
London
[October 18] Gives informal lecture and demonstration of kenjutsu in London 
1908 [February 14] Married to Margaret Lily Gent in Kensington, London
19?? Birth of Frank
1910 Birth of William James Norman (Bill), later choirboy at St. James Paddington 
19?? Birth of Valentine Howard Norman (Jim).
1916 Reprint of Kazusa book due to steady demand.
1917 [July 31] Starts service in the ‘New Armies’ (later the Labour Corps) as a 2nd Lieutenant 
in the Chinese Labour Corps. (This contradicts Bill’s indication that he was a 
linguist to Indian troops).
[August 18] The Times mentions an F.J. Norman to be “temp. sec. lts. On” July 31 under the 
Gen. List. of the Infantry. Confirms above 
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Date Event
1918 Entered for a “Silver War Badge” generally awarded on being injured and 
invalided out, presumably because of mustard gas exposure. However, this was 
cancelled as he was still in service as of 25-8-1918 
1920 [May] Ends service as temporary Lieutenant in the Chinese Labour Corps 
1926 [June 3] Died from a lung condition acquired 8 years earlier during WWI, at the Red 
Cross Hospital on Marine Parade, or Percival Terrace. Previous address: 5 
or 3 Arundel Street. Occupation according to death certificate: “Author and 
Journalist” 
1926 [June 8] Buried at Brighton & Preston Cemetery in Q99, no surviving headstone. His 
brother, William Wylie Norman was the informant
Nursing Home on Marine Parade







任した。帰国後彼は、『The Fighting Man of Japan: The Training and Exercises of 
the Samurai』（日本の戦闘者－サムライの訓練と運動文化）以下：『日本の戦闘者』と
いう本を1905年、ロンドンで出版した。本の内容は、剣術や柔術、相撲などの武術関
係だけでなく、日本の軍学史、江田島海軍兵学校のカリキュラムや日常生活などにつ
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いても言及しているなど、この本は、日本の武術に関して初めて英語で詳しく執筆さ
れ文献である。また、外国人から見て、聞いて、感じて、触れた日本の文化や歴史、風
土、風習などにも、当時の珍しい写真入りで紹介し、明治期の武術や社会などを知る上
で、貴重な一冊である。にもかかわらず、FJNが初めて海外に活字で武術を紹介した功
績はあまり知られていない。この小論は、彼の果たした仕事や生涯などについての研
究成果を発表する。以前に『剣道・ワールド』第3巻 2006年に発表したことがある。
